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Proficiency-Based Learning



PRESENTERS
TODAY’S

Courtney Jacobs, Senior Associate 

Ken Templeton, Senior Associate

From the Great Schools Partnership



Is a non-profit support organization based 
in Portland working nationally with schools, 
districts and state agencies, providing 
coaching, and developing tools.



GSP has served as the coordinator of the 
New England Secondary School 
Consortium since its inception in 2009



In equitable, personalized, rigorous learning for 
all students leading to readiness for college, 
careers, and citizenship

We Believe



That schools must simultaneously attend to 
policy, practice, and community engagement

We Believe



School improvement is context-based,  
not one-size fits all

We Believe



Shared understanding of core principles of 
proficiency-based learning.

Outcomes



Shared understanding of a conceptual 
framework for proficiency-based learning.

Outcomes



Identification of entry points for transitioning to 
proficiency-based learning.

Outcomes



Agenda
Welcome, Overview

Core Principles of Proficiency-Based Learning

Why Proficiency-Based Learning?

Proficiency-Based Learning Conceptual Framework

Entry Points for Your School / District



1. All learning expectations are clearly and  
consistently communicated to students and 
families. 

2. Student achievement is evaluated against 
common learning standards and performance 
expectations that are consistently applied to all 
students.

Core Principles of PBL 

Standards



3. All forms of assessment are standards-based and 
criterion-referenced, and success is defined by the 
achievement of expected standards. 

4. Formative assessments measure learning progress 
during the instructional process. 

5. Summative assessments evaluate learning 
achievement and record a student’s level of 
proficiency at a specific point in time.

Core Principles of PBL 

Assessment



6. Academic progress and achievement are 
monitored and reported separately from work 
habits, character traits, and behaviors. 

7. Academic grades communicate learning progress 
and achievement to students and families, and 
grades are used to facilitate and improve the 
learning process.

Core Principles of PBL 

Reporting



8. Students are given multiple opportunities to 
improve their work when they fail to meet 
expected standards. 

9. Students can demonstrate learning progress and 
achievement in multiple ways. 

10.Students are given opportunities to make 
important decisions about their learning.

Core Principles of PBL 

Personalization



• Review the 10 principles 
• Identify current practices in your school/district in line 

with principles 
• Consider questions you have or implications for your 

school/district’s work. 

Applying Core Principles 



• What are your strongest assets in this work? 
• What are the most significant barriers?

Reflection 



WHY  
Proficiency-Based  
Learning 




ELA Grade

Q1 73

Q2 70

Q3 70

Q4 68

Final 70.25Nick  
12th Grade



Comprehend complex literary and informational texts. Meets

Interpret complex literary and informational texts. Does Not 
Meet

Write clear and coherent arguments. Does Not 
Meet 

Produce clear and coherent informative and narrative 
writing. Meets

Develop and strengthen writing. Meets

Conduct research projects. Incomplete

Initiate and participate effectively in a range of 
discussions. Meets

Present information and supporting evidence, 
conveying a clear perspective. Meets

Habits of Work Does Not 
Meet

Nick 
12th Grade 
ELA



Visible Learning 
John Hattie



• Teachers, working together, as evaluators of 
their impact. 

• Helping students move from where they are 
to explicitly described criteria for success.  

• Errors are welcomed as opportunities to 
learn.

Visible Learning 
John Hattie

Hattie, J. (2013, Nov 25) John Hattie: Why Are So Many of Our Teachers and Schools So Successful?  Video File. 
Retrieved from: http://tedxtalks.ted.com/video/Why-are-so-Many-of-our-Teachers

http://tedxtalks.ted.com/video/Why-are-so-Many-of-our-Teachers


• Maximize feedback to teachers about their 
impact. 

• Balancing surface and deep knowledge. 
• The Goldilocks principle: not too hard, not too 

easy…just right.

Visible Learning 
John Hattie

Hattie, J. (2013, Nov 25) John Hattie: Why Are So Many of Our Teachers and Schools So Successful?  Video File. 
Retrieved from: http://tedxtalks.ted.com/video/Why-are-so-Many-of-our-Teachers

http://tedxtalks.ted.com/video/Why-are-so-Many-of-our-Teachers




Sarah Hagan’s classroom,  Drumright, Oklahoma



“You would have to change schooling from 
K-12 to K-22. The sheer number of 
standards is the biggest impediment to 
implementing standards.” 
                                    — Robert Marzano

Biggest Challenge



PRIORITY 
STANDARD

LEARNING 
TARGETS

POWER 
STANDARDSGRADUATION 

STANDARD

LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES

PERFORMANCE 
INDICATORS

PROFICIENCY 
STANDARDS

COMPETENCIES

DESCRIPTORS

MASTERY OBJECTIVES
MEASUREMENT 

TARGETS

BENCHMARKS

(Un)Common Terms for “Standards” 



Transcripts and 

Report Cards

Transcripts and 
Report Cards

Progress 

Reports

Teacher 

Feedback

Content-Area

Graduation Standards
5–8 standards for each content area

Performance Indicators
5–10 indicators for each cross-curricular and content-
area standard that move students toward proficiency 

and the achievement of graduation standards

Learning Objectives
Learning objectives guide the design of curriculum 

units that move students toward proficiency and the 
achievement of performance indicators

Cross-Curricular

Graduation Standards
5–8 standards taught in all 

content areas

YES

YES

NO

NO

Body of Evidence
Students demonstrate achievement of standards through a 

body of evidence evaluated using common rubrics

Verification of Proficiency
Students demonstrate achievement of content-area 

graduation standards through their aggregate performance 
on summative assessments over time 

Summative Assessment
Graded summative assessments are used to evaluate 

the achievement of performance indicators

Formative Assessment
Ungraded formative assessments are used to 

evaluate student learning progress

Graduation

Requirement
Reporting 

Method

Assessment 

Method

Proficiency-Based Learning Simplified
A Great Schools Partnership Learning Model

This work by Great Schools Partnership is licensed under a Creative Commons 
Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License.



Graduation Standard

Performance Indicator

Learning Target



a standard that focuses instruction on the 
most foundational, enduring, and leveraged 
concepts and skills within a discipline.

A Graduation Standard Is...



Describes or defines what students need 
to know and be able to do to demonstrate 
mastery of a graduation standard.

A Performance Indicator



Is measurable 

A Performance Indicator



Students can demonstrate their 
performance over time. 

A Performance Indicator



The aggregation of proficiency on these 
performance indicators measures whether 
a student has met the graduation standard. 

A Performance Indicator



The component parts of a performance 
indicator - that is, the performance indicator 
has been broken down into a series of 
progressive steps and digestible chunks.

Learning Targets Are...



GLOBAL BEST PRACTICES
12



GLOBAL BEST PRACTICES
12



Assessment Pathways





Scoring Criteria:  
• Are task neutral

• Are aligned with the level of cognitive demand 

in the Performance Indicator

• Include all elements of the Performance 

Indicator

• Describe complexity rather than frequency

• Focus on what students can do rather than 

deficiencies



Designing Scoring Criteria

Scoring criteria describe levels of proficiency 
for each performance indicator.
Performance 
Indicators Does Not Meet Partially 

Meets Meets Exceeds

Students will be 
able to develop 
appropriate 
research questions. 
( CCSS.ELA-
Literacy.WHST.
11-12-7)

I can list some 
specifics about 
a topic that 
would help 
develop my 
understanding

I can identify 
broad 
questions that 
are relevant to 
my studies and 
focus my 
research

I can 
construct 
open-ended 
questions that 
build on one 
another and 
require 
evidence and 
support

I can analyze 
my own 
research 
questions to 
refine them 
based on my 
earlier 
questions and 
learning



Use the periodic table as a 
model to predict the relative 

properties of elements 
based on the patterns of 

electrons in the outermost 
energy level of atoms (HS-

PS1-1)

Student is able to locate an 
element on the periodic table

Student is able to locate an 
element on the periodic table, 

identify its basic properties, and 
determine the number of 
electrons in the outermost 

energy level.

Student is able to use the 
periodic table to accurately 
predict relative physical and 

chemical properties of elements.  
Student is able to describe the 
relationship between the patter 

of electrons and other 
characteristics of that element.

Student is able to analyze 
observed relative physical and 

chemical properties of elements 
and classify them appropriately 

in the periodic table.

Construct and revise an 
explanation for the outcome of 

a simple chemical reaction 
based on the outermost 

electron state of atoms, trends 
in the periodic table, and 

knowledge of the patterns of 
chemical properties.  (HS-

PS-1-2)

Student is able to determine the 
outcome of a simple chemical 

reaction.

Student is able to determine the 
outcome of a simple chemical 

reaction and explain it in relation 
to the element’s location on the 

periodic table

Student is able to use their 
knowledge of the periodic table 
to predict the outcome of simple 
chemical reactions.  Student is 
able to explain the outcomes by 

explicitly referencing the 
periodic table and its inherent 

patterns.

Student is able to compare the 
results of different chemical 
reactions and explain the 

differences in outcomes by 
explicitly referencing the 

periodic table and its inherent 
patterns such as outermost 

electrons, trends, and properties 
of reactants.

B. Use evidence and logic 
appropriately in 
communication

Recognize ideas, concepts, 
problems, or varied 

perspectives related to a topic 
or concept but does not use 
reasoning to generate a clear 

claim.

Student includes information 
from several sources and 
analyzes or compares the 

information from these sources.

Analyze and integrate carefully 
selected evidence from diverse 

sources and incorporate the 
relevant pieces into the finished 
work, analyzing or comparing 

the information from these 
sources

Apply evidence in a novel or 
unfamiliar situation to design a 

model or solution.

CREATING A RUBRIC FOR  
A SUMMATIVE ASSESSMENT

Performance 
Indicator Emerging Developing Accomplished Exemplary

Science Performance Indicator

Cross-Curricular Performance Indicator

Science Performance Indicator



Conceptual Framework 
• Clear, high expectations for all students

• Small number of high leverage standards

• Consistent criteria for student work

• Flexible enough to recognize different ways 

students will demonstrate knowledge and skill.



Policy

Engage school 
board in 

developing 
conceptual 

understanding 
about 

proficiency-based 
learning

Draft new and 
revised policies

Collect feedback 
on draft policies 
from faculty, staff, 
students, parents, 
and local officials

Establish a district wide proficiency-based 
committee

Engage faculty 
and staff in 
professional 

development on 
proficiency-based 

learning

Engage faculty in 
professional 

development on 
proficiency-based 
curriculum design 
and instruction

Engage faculty in  
professional 

development on 
assessment 

literacy

Develop Record 
Keeping Process, 
Transcript, and 
Report Card

Create 
communications plan 
for proficiency-based 

learning Engage students, parents, 
and the public about 

proficiency-based learning

Engage local media

Collaboratively develop the conceptual 
framework with faculty and staff

Develop 
cross-curricular 

graduation 
standards

Develop 
content-area 
graduation 
standards 

Develop 
performance 
indicators for 

cross-curricular and 
content-area 
graduation 
standards

Establish a school wide proficiency-based 
committee

Review existing 
policies

Refine policies 
based on
feedback

Adopt new and 
revised policies

Develop system for 
reporting on the 
achievement of 
student learning

Develop a process for 
verifying achievement 

of content-area 
standards 

Develop 
body-of-evidence 

assessment process 
for demonstration of 

cross-curricular  
graduation standards

Implement system for 
reporting on the 

achievement of student 
learning.

Community 
Engagement

Policy

Practice: 
Graduation 
Requirements

Practice: 
Instructional 
System



PBL BUMPER STICKER



Additional Resources



Questions?



THANK YOU

Ken Templeton

Senior Associate

ktempleton@greatschoolspartnership.org 

482 Congress Street, Suite 500

Portland, ME 04101

207.773.0505

greatschoolspartnership.org

Courtney Jacobs

Senior Associate

cjacobs@greatschoolspartnership.org

    

mailto:ktempleton@greatschoolspartnership.org?subject=
http://greatschoolspartnership.org
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